Abstract: Pascal Mercier's best-selling novel Night Train to Lisbon and its film adapation are examined as a case study in the relations between North and South and the image of Europe. The novel is significant inasmuch as it counters hegemonic World-Literature tendencies that privilege mostly central, English or French, novels in the European context. It is argued that even though both have significant differences and the novel manages to escape simple clichéd representations of Portugal, both ultimately stage a failure to conceptualize Europe transnationally. Ultimately, the romanticized desire for a would-be more vibrant form of engagement with life and art that would characterize the South does no more than misappropriate its past. 
Mercier's novel could even serve as a model for the transnational nature of Europe. Perhaps in a few decades one will be able to determine if that was the case or not. For the moment however, I would argue, what such a novel, and its film adaptation even more so, demonstrate, is both a failure to relate to national specificities and to project a vision towards the future. The difference between the ending of the novel and that of the film is symptomatic of exactly such a failure. Whether Raimund Gregorius, as main protagonist, goes back to Bern to die as the novel leads us to believe is the case, or might remain in Lisbon with a new found zest for life and love as the film suggests, is mostly inconsequential. That is, in relation to the construction of a political project that would aim at a view of Europe as more than just a pile of different, largely incompatible countries. As cultural artifacts, of course there is some, though limited, value to the difference in their endings and I will return to it still.
It can be argued whether the form of the novel itself is specifically European or not and such a debate can be acute amidst competing claims for different views of world literature. Nonetheless, it is not simply a blind Eurocentrism that would lead to a claim for a direct link between the form of the modern novel and the specific socio-political development of Europe at the end of the eighteenth-century. Nor would such a claim imply at all that the novel developed equally and simultaneously across Europe. Before proceeding with any consideration of Mercier's novel and its relation to a concept of Europe it is useful to pause for a while and consider the way in which Franco Moretti, in one of his highly influential studies, Atlas of the European Novel, 1800-1900, framed the question of how the modern novel and the concept of Europe are linked:
"Different forms, different Europes. Each genre has its geography -its geometry, almost: but they are all figures without a center. See here how strange novelistic geography is -and doubly strange.
Because, first, the novel closes European literature to all external influences: it strengthens, and perhaps even establishes its Europeanness. But then this most European of forms proceeds to deprive most of Europe of all creative autonomy: two cities, London and Paris, rule the entire continent for over a century, publishing half (if not more) of all European novels. It's a ruthless, unprecedented centralization of European literature. Centralization: the center, the well-known fact, but seen for what it really is: not a given, but a process. And a very unlikely process: the exception, not the rule of European literature" (Moretti 1999, 186-87 Moretti's specific mapping of the European novel and his attention to publishing history provide several important facts that can help ground any discussion of the novel in relation to Europe. At the moment I am specifically concerned with two, related but quite distinct, claims put forth in the passage just cited: one that the novel, "that most European of forms", would be intrinsically linked, at the base even, perhaps, of European identity; the other, that the novel would denote a centralizing movement that would basically turn on the axis London-Paris. Once can argue this and disagree vehemently, either evoking and the subsequent "More Conjectures" where he explicitly admitted having at one point simplified and left the semi-periphery out of consideration: "By reducing the literary worldsystem to core and periphery, I erased from the picture the transitional area (the semiperiphery) where cultures move in and out of the core" (Moretti, 2003, 77) . This is especially relevant for a critique of Mercier's novel inasmuch as it is a novel written by a Swiss author, Peter Bieri (who happens to live and work in Germany, but that is of no consequence for my argument), concerning a Swiss Latin (and Greek) teacher who becomes involved with a Portuguese book -the Portuguese woman he rescues from attempted suicide is only seemingly the trigger for the plot -and travels to Portugal to try and find out more about its author. In Moretti's view, with the European novel spinning out of that double London-Paris axis, Swiss literature (whether written in German or French, to say nothing of Italian or Romansh) will be semi-peripheral at best. As for Portugal, its position in the modern period, is equally one of being semi-peripheral through and through, still playing, or wanting to play, a metropolitan role with regard to its African colonies to the bitter end in 1975, whilst being clearly at the edge of Europe in more senses than one. So that Nachtzug nach Lissabon could be said to be a peripheral novel, written by a semiperipheral author about a semi-peripheral country whose history, even the recent one, is ignored for the largest part by most other Europeans. Except that the novel became a best seller and the film, although it might not have been a success, did have that ambition. Indeed, the film might have been a great disappointment (financially and otherwise) but the prominence of its cast hints at a much grander design. Even if the novel had been mostly unknown, an analysis of its positioning of Europe as a continent to be traversed literally and metaphorically would have been relevant. The novel's central metaphor of the journey, or the quest, as both a discovery of the self as well as a discovery of the other, indeed, as a discovery of the self that is only made possible by the (attempted) discovery of the other, would be important for an understanding of the role played by novels in the formation of a European sense of identity. That the novel became a best-seller and was propelled to wide attention is just icing on the cake of course. Education Secretary, Mike Gove, announced radical plans to change the secondary school curriculum. Although he was quick to claim that the move was intended to broaden offerings and not exclude anything, most observers quickly noted how American novels were in effect being removed from the lists leading up to the GCSE national examinations.
The ideological underpinnings of the plans were perhaps too visible, at least for some commentators. Noted critic Cristopher Bigsby, for instance, deployed some fine irony in his comments published in the Guardian on 25 May 2014: Hidden from that debate though, was any reference to European literature. As such, it is noteworthy to look at another such list, "Speaking in Tongues: the greatest European novels chosen by NS friends and contributors" that was published in the New Statesman on 11 June 2016, just before the Referendum on whether or not the United Kingdom should abandon the European Union. There are some striking differences between the list published in the Guardian and this one: whereas both Guardian lists were drawn by one critic and included one hundred novels, the list published in the New Statesman, did not exceed a paltry twenty-three even though it was drawn by twenty-three different authors.
Maybe if each one had been allowed to mention two or three novels then one might have approached the hundred of the Guardian lists? But the lingering aftertaste is that coming up with even twenty-three titles already posed some difficulty -even leaving aside the curiosity that Italo Calvino is mentioned twice. Taken like this it is very tempting to say that, from the perspective of English speakers at least, the rest of European literature is peripheral. One could also see it as reinforcing Moretti's finding on the London-Paris axis. Robbe-Grillet, Stendahl, Georges Perec. The absences from that canon, that is, the list of equally, if not even more, famous names of French writers like Duras or Yourcenar that somehow fail to be mentioned, is also very significant but I will refrain from dwelling on that for now. It is obvious that the authors asked to provide a name of a European novelist tried to forge an alternative canon as a counterpart to the decidedly nationalist trend, yet produced a list that in can be seen as otherwise conservative as well.
One curious -or rather, predictable -common element to all these lists is that they invariably omit any reference to any works stemming from countries that are not economically central in Europe. As such one does not know how to view the fact that German-language works are almost absent from these lists as well, no more than the fact that of all possibilities from the Italian canon we get two consistent names, Italo Calvino On the face of it there would be a significant potential to read Stamm's novel as also engaging -in its fashion -with the question of Europe in a similar way to Mercier's, as it too features an encounter between someone coming from a more central European region, be it Switzerland or Germany, and someone coming from a peripheral region of Europe, be it Portugal or Poland. Having both central European characters be male, and both peripheral characters female, adds to the stereotypical, not to say cliché, schematics of both novels but that is not saying much. If anything, Stamm's novel might be usefully analyzed from a perspective of class conflict, something that in Mercier's case is toned down -there is an obvious class difference between two of the male protagonists, the more aristocratic sounding bourgeois Amadeu de Prado and his working class friend, Jorge, but there is never a question of a struggle or even of something like class consciousness surfacing. It is if anything a normalizing feature and definitely less weird, to borrow Shriver's term of praise -or is it endearment -towards Stamm's novels. Nonetheless, I think that it is highly significant that Mercier stages his entire novel basically as a trip, a trip from the stable if boring bourgeois platitudes of Bern into what would be a maelstrom of fierce emotions, political activism, and great literature that seem to characterize the novel's version of Portugal. On the face of it perhaps there is nothing new in this view of the South from a northern perspective, symptomatic of a desire for the other that is usually as twisted and perverse as it is presented as real and the most natural of all possible desires. If Mercier's novel were that simplistic it would hardly merit consideration. The fact that Raimund, the taciturn scholar who leaves his Gymnasium classes behind as he pursues a dream that takes him into Lisbon, does not end up living happily ever after in the sunny South, and makes the inverse journey back to Bern, already points out to the fact that in this novel the NorthSouth clichés, even if present, should not be taken at face-value. Indeed, even the film adaptation, though it panders much more to what it assumes to be a generalized desire for a romantic happy ending and basically hints at the happy life Raimund might after all still have with his beautiful optician, Mariana Eça (Martina Gedeck), leaves it open at the end as the two stand looking at each other in front of the train.
As far as the novel is concerned, two observations impose themselves: one, that desire as enacted by Mercier is rather a complex and multidirectional force that cannot be resumed simply to its most apparently clichéd versions such as the Northern longing for the South, the Winter-Spring romance, even if devoid of its more crass material elements, and the bourgeois romanticization of political engagement. All those become much more seems to be a desert wind. As she asks him whether he will learn Persian there, Raimund's tongue-in-cheek answer is more than a simple joke: "'Natürlich. Dort ist ja Persien'" (Mercier, 2004: 311) . In a novel full of projections, in which a self-admitted goal is the projection of the self into the other as attested by the epigraphs taken from Montaigne's Essays and Fernando Pessoa's Book of Disquiet, the journey from North to South, which as many reviewers noted, actually is an interior journey, the other is above all a projection of one's own desire and the orientalist fantasy, mild as it may be, points to a rather traditional appropriation of Portugal as the exotic other of central Europe, still in Europe, but just barely, a veritable Finisterrae.
The novel does have a certain interest in the difference represented by language and the little snippets of Portuguese it introduces to the text -supposedly as the beginnings of fragments in the book by Amadeu de Prado testify to this interest. Of course they are also just a bit of the exotic liberally sprinkled throughout the novel so as to add it a spice of the foreign. There is no doubt about that but the effect is, shall we say, less crass, than that accomplished by the film where everyone -as several of the reviewers did not fail to notice -speaks English with strangely inflected or affected overtones. Whereas the novel tries to preserve in its snippets of Portuguese (the occasional typos are not worst than those one finds in the German text itself) a sense of the polyglossia fundamental to any idea of Europe, the film substitutes for it a blend form of English that, even as it might reflect reality across most of the continent by now, still appears strained and raises more issues than the one it apparently solves, the easing of international communication. More telling still is the fact that the novel is as much about writing as anything else. Afterall, the driving motive that propels Raimund, nicknamed "Mundus" to leave his rather parochial existence in Bern, is not the suicidal young Portuguese woman he saves, but rather the book with its stilted title, Mercier's novel is a good read and one that raises a number of significant questions, not the least of which is the fundamental philosophical question on the "good life". In a world rendered more and more abject -even staying within the physical boundaries of Europe, or especially staying within those boundaries watching to a great extent powerless as Europe seems to rapidly disintegrate, never having managed to recover from a banking crisis that exposed the other, even more significant, political crisis: one could say that Europe, a certain idea of Europe at least, liberal, social, and sworn to upholding principles of justice and liberty, is at serious risk if not altogether moribund. The title of Etienne Balibar's Floyd's "Time" but also Thoreau's Walden of course: "The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation"). But ultimately he faces the realization that it is too late to reinvent himself and as such the novel is also a sobering one. The journey then is also a journey into death as the very first epigraph, separated from the other two, and without a German (but English in the translated version) translation, meant to retain, perhaps, the full difference of its original Spanish (that too, selecting a celebrated icon of Castillian culture in a novel seemingly about Portugal, is a further problematic issue). The beginning of the third stanza of Jorge Manrique's Coplas leaves no doubt about the journey being one into death:
"Nuestras vidas son los ríos / que van a dar en el mar, / qu'es el morir". As such the novel is also an anti-Bildungsroman as if closing a cycle of modernity in Europe that some would see inaugurated precisely with the rise of the bourgeoisie and with it, of the novel and specifically the novel of education and maturing. Yet, the novel is neither a swan song for Europe nor a morbid paean to a supposedly more vital past. There is little indulgence in nostalgia in the novel -perhaps a consequence or secondary effect of Bieri's disciplinary rigor -in stark contradistinction to the film adaptation that brings out all of Lisbon's scenic qualities in perfect postcard aesthetic and freely indulges in a bit of costume drama frillery, two usually sure draws at the box office.
There is a danger of course, in going to the stockpile of European history and choosing a totalitarian regime to be used as backdrop to one's considerations about the meaning of life. As a reader, and without any recourse to interviews or useless speculations on the author's possible intentions, the text seems to point out to two related fascinations: one, the writing of Pessoa, especially the Book of Disquiet; the other, the notion of resistance to fascism. By combining the two Mercier inherently makes a big claim for a certain ethical quality that would find its expression not only in the sense of duty and responsibility that rule Prado's actions as a gifted student rebelling against the hypocrisies of Catholic society or as a medical doctor -be it his revival of the "Butcher of Lisbon" after he had almost been killed by a group of people in front of his surgery, or his subsequent joining of the resistance (Badiou, 2005 (Badiou, [1998 , 36). If Mercier's novel fetishizes the book -and perhaps that is the very aim of Amadeu de Prado's faint replica of the Book of Disquiet, to offer itself always as a substitute for the object of desire -August's film, in its attempt to stay as close as possible to Mercier's novel actually fails to reproduce it. Had August sought a cinematic equivalent for the rhetorically charged imagery of Prado's texts, it might have attempted to remain at the level of the novel and capitalized on the plot's desire for engagement with the past, with tragic love, with fascism, with death. Instead, by relying on having Jeremy Irons, in his role as Raimund, read us passages from Prado's book merely renders those passages even more stilted. The film's reviews generally tended to acknowledge that having a good story and a star cast do not necessarily add up to a great film. Indeed, the headline of the review in Die Welt, by Peter Zander, can be seen as representative when it announces the train as "rattling" into kitsch: "Der Nachtzug nach Lissabon rattert in den Kitsch" (2013). However, it is not just at the level of aesthetic judgment that the film falls short. Beyond any questions of the form specific to film adaptation, or concerning the techniques of transmediation, as important as they are, what is troubling is the utter romanticization of the struggle against fascism. It is not simply that there are no nuances to the films' good and evil struggle, but that either inadvertently or out of some misguided artistic notion ("literature is a more intellectual medium, whereas film is an emotional medium", "Five Questions", 2013) the film sets up the struggle it purports to evoke and represent as almost a form of adolescent play. As if the past were simply yet another curiosity and not a force still shaping the lives of many. The film, even though it might seem to give some attention to remembering, actually contributes more towards a flattening and ultimate erasure of that very past it would pretend to evoke. "What I also found interesting was that the history of Portugal and especially that period of dictatorship is something that very few people know anything about, because they know a lot about Spain or Franco. And also because the fascists in Spain were much more expressive. Salazar, the dictator, he was a very elegant man, he was a lawyer. The fascists in Portugal did not look like a fascist regime but they were very, very cruel. So the suppression was the same, and that was something we were also trying to capture in the film" ("Five Questions" 2013). Europe is more hopeful than that left behind by the film. Precisely in the recognition of the differences inherent to the multiple European nations and their specific histories the novel opens up a path for a transnational view of Europe. Here, one could think of Habermas' analysis in his essay on "Why Europe Needs a Constitution": "What forms the common core of a European identity is the character of the painful learning process it has gone through, as much as its results. It is the lasting memory of nationalist excess and moral abyss that lends to our present commitments the quality of a peculiar achievement. This historical background should ease the transition to a post-national democracy based on the mutual recognition of the differences between strong and proud national cultures" (Habermas 2001, 21) .
Of course that was fifteen years ago and the new political realities that show an ever growing rise in nationalistic and xenophobic behaviors led on by a spreading host of new demagogues, almost makes Habermas sound like a hopelessly utopian thinker. Which he is not. Unwittingly, August's film, in spite of being itself a European, transnational production, ends up by undermining the sense of a Europe commonly united by a shared history of suffering and a hope towards a different future. By deploying a whole string of tired clichés about Portugal and leveling its history of almost fifty years of fascism, the film comes close to simply denying its difference, without in any way suggesting that it would be a common European experience. Perhaps the only "European" aspect of the film is the erasure of linguistic difference and its substitution by a variety of accents in English. If the novel fetishizes the power of language and the idea of the book, the film in its turn, with its "readings" from the book, ends up by fetishizing the fetish itself. If, as Moretti would have it, the Bildungsroman is the form of modernity (Moretti [1987 , 5), then Mercier's novel as an anti-Bildungsroman would be the form of a post-modernity intent on recuperating as much of the aura (still there) of modernity for present consumption. The film does no more than render that form into its own shell as it empties out the various concepts it deals with, from modernity to resistance, and offers us in their stead a mild and vaguely pleasurable form of entertainment, with just a pinch of nostalgia and a love for ruins, very much in the mode of an updated version of the 1981 serial TV series Brideshead Revisited, transplanted
